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1
INITTIALIZATION OF FLASH STORAGE VIA
AN EMBEDDED CONTROLLER

RELATED APPLICATIONS

The present application is a continuation of U.S. patent
application Ser. No. 11/250,094 (now U.S. Pat. No. 7,640,
424), filed Oct. 13, 2005, the entirety of which is hereby
incorporated by reference.

BACKGROUND

This invention is in the field of flash memory systems, and
is more specifically directed to the initialization of flash
memory as used for integrated digital systems.

The popularity of the non-volatile solid-state memory
technology that is commonly referred to as “flash” memory
has greatly increased in recent years. Flash memory typically
refers to electrically-erasable semiconductor memory that
can be erased and rewritten in relatively small blocks, rather
than on a chip-wide basis, or in relatively large blocks as in
conventional EEPROM devices. Flash memory has become
especially popular for applications in which non-volatility
(i.e., data retention after removal of power) of the stored data
is essential, but in which the frequency of rewriting is rela-
tively low. Examples of popular applications of flash memory
include portable audio players, “SIM” card storage of tele-
phone numbers and phone activity in cellular telephone hand-
sets, “thumbkey” removable storage devices for computers
and workstations, storage devices for digital cameras, and the
like.

Typical conventional flash memory products are effec-
tively arranged as “chipsets” consisting of one or more inte-
grated circuits that include the flash memory storage resource
in the form of one or more devices (or “arrays”), and an
integrated circuit that serves as the memory controller for the
flash memory product. The flash memory array may be
arranged as so-called NOR flash memory, in which individual
memory cells may be randomly accessed, or so-called NAND
flash memory, in which sequential access ofa page or block of
memory is necessitated. As known in the art, each of these
flash memory arrangements has advantages and disadvan-
tages. For example, NOR flash memory is especially advan-
tageous for small capacity code storage, while NAND flash
memory is especially useful for high capacity data storage
such as for audio players and digital cameras. In recent years,
the use of multi-level cell (ML.C) flash memory, in which each
flash memory cell can store a multi-bit data value (typically a
two bit value, stored as one of four possible states), has
become popular, especially in NAND flash memory.

According to one typical arrangement, flash memory is
manufactured and sold as a flash memory subsystem contain-
ing the flash memory resources and the subsystem controller
mounted onto a card. Examples of such subsystems included
the well-known COMPACT FLASH (CF) cards, Secure Digi-
tal (SD) cards, and MULTIMEDIA cards. FIG. 1 illustrates an
exemplary conventional flash memory system 2, in block
diagram form. In this arrangement, multiple flash memory
devices (“arrays”) 12 are connected to subsystem controller
10 by way of flash media interface FMI, which is typically a
bus that communicates physical address signals and control
signals from subsystem controller 10, and that bidirectionally
communicates data to and from devices 12. Subsystem con-
troller 10 is connected by way of interface bus IF to connector
C. As is well known in the art, flash memory system 2 can be
inserted into or otherwise connected to a host device, such as
a camera, computer, audio player, and the like by way of
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connector C. Connector C and interface bus IF are arranged
according to the particular standard according to which flash
memory system 2 is constructed and realized (e.g., as a CF
card, an SD card, or a MULTIMEDIA card).

In other known arrangements (e.g., SMART MEDIA
cards), the flash memory systems do not include a subsystem
controller. In such arrangements, referring to FIG. 1 by way
of analogy, flash media interface FMI connects to a controller
located externally from the flash memory system, for
example a controller that is included in the host device (e.g.,
camera) utilizing the flash memory.

Typically, conventional flash memory arrays are not for-
matted or initialized (beyond, perhaps, the marking of defec-
tive blocks established at the chip test level) until after their
assembly into a card. Flash memory initialization typically
includes such functions as formatting the arrays according to
afile system, generating defect maps so that physically defec-
tive memory locations are avoided in use, low-level user area
formatting of the memory arrays, loading a disk image of
application software that may be executed by a system using
the flash memory system and, for those systems in which the
subsystem controller is implemented, downloading firmware
and operating parameters, trimming local oscillator frequen-
cies, and the like. The result of the initialization process is a
flash memory system in which data can be written and read at
physical locations corresponding to a logical address from the
host system. In addition, it is contemplated that the configu-
ration of the flash memory system can also be updated during
operation, should a portion of the physical memory become
defective, or if additional disk image data is to be stored for
add-on applications.

Generally, the initialization of flash memory resources is
typically performed by the flash memory system manufac-
turer, typically after flash memory devices 12 and subsystem
controller 10 are mounted to the ultimate system board and
thus interconnected, in the conventional manner. As shown in
FIG. 2, by way of example, after its manufacture, flash
memory system 2 is connected to tester TSTR via connector
Cand atestcable DUT_CBL. Tester TSTR will communicate
with flash memory system 2 over test cable DUT_CBL and
connector C, to ensure continuity of the electrical connections
in flash memory system 2, to ensure proper DC behavior of
the terminals of connector C, and to perform certain rudimen-
tary functional tests as can be executed prior to initialization
of flash memory devices 12. In addition, as known in the art,
tester TSTR typically can apply diagnostic commands to
flash memory system 2, specifically to controller 10, for test-
ing the functionality of flash memory system 2 including its
flash memory devices 12, and for initializing flash memory
system 2. As mentioned above, conventional initialization of
flash memory system 2 includes formatting and configuring
the flash memory resources of flash memory devices 12,
detecting and logging physically defective memory locations
of flash memory devices 12, loading a control program
(“firmware”) into controller 10 (e.g., into NOR flash memory
embedded within controller 10), and loading application soft-
ware, in the form of DOS or disk images into flash memory
devices 12, as suitable for use in the intended application.
Examples of such application software include data encryp-
tion software, wear leveling algorithms, and the like that can
be executed by controller 10.

Recently, however, flash memory storage has become
desirable for use in connection with many new applications,
including those which are controlled by a so-called “system-
on-a-chip”, or “SOC”. In these contemplated SOC applica-
tions, a single integrated circuit integrates the central process-
ing unit (CPU), its system memory (RAM and ROM),
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standard interface functions (e.g., USB, serial /O, etc.), and
other peripherals useful in the system. As presently config-
ured, an SOC architecture for a consumer device that uses
flash memory, in order to take advantage of its non-volatile
rewritable storage features, would also integrate the flash
memory subsystem controller into the SOC, with an external
interface from the SOC to the flash memory devices. FIG. 3
illustrates such a conventional arrangement of an SOC-based
architecture using flash memory, as will now be described.

As shown in FIG. 3, SOC 20 interfaces with flash memory
35, typically arranged as one or more NAND flash memory
devices (although, of course, NOR flash memory may instead
be used) by way of conventional flash memory interface
NAND_IF. In this arrangement, flash memory subsystem
controller 29 is realized within SOC 20, rather than as part of
aflash memory subsystem as described above in FIG. 1. SOC
20 is indeed a system-on-a-chip, and as such includes CPU 22
and various system functions such as system ROM 24, system
RAM 26, and standard interfaces 30 (e.g., USB, SCSI,
RS-232, or other interfaces) to which CPU 22 is connected by
way of a conventional bus CPU_BUS as shown in FIG. 3.
Other peripherals may also be included within SOC 20, and
communicate with CPU 22 via bus bridge 28 and peripheral
bus PER_BUS. One such peripheral, in the example of FIG.
3, is subsystem controller 29, which is coupled to peripheral
bus PER_BUS by way of standard interfaces 27A, 27B that
translate signals between peripheral bus PER_BUS and sub-
system controller 29; this translation enable a conventional
subsystem controller 29 to be readily implemented within
SOC 29 without requiring wholesale redesign. As such, SOC
22 can readily operate in a manner that uses flash memory 35
as non-volatile storage, analogous to disk storage. For
example, bulk data storage may be maintained on flash
memory 35, as can application programs. For example, appli-
cation programs stored on flash memory 35 can be loaded via
subsystem controller 29 (and buses PER_BUS, CPU_BUS
and the various interfaces and bridges) into system RAM 26
for execution by CPU 22, in much the same manner as an
application program is called and loaded from disk storage in
a larger system. Similarly, data can be stored and accessed by
CPU 22 from flash memory 35 by way of subsystem control-
ler 29.

Unfortunately, conventional initialization methodologies
cannot readily initialize flash memory 35 in this configura-
tion, in which subsystem controller 29 is separated from flash
memory and is embodied within SOC 20. In particular, cer-
tain portions of flash memory 35 are not accessible except by
way of a corresponding subsystem controller (such as sub-
system controller 29), and it is these “system” portions of
flash memory 35 that are involved in the initialization pro-
cess. Prior to initialization, however, in the conventional SOC
arrangement of FIG. 3, subsystem controller 29 is not acces-
sible for initialization of flash memory 35. FIG. 3 illustrates a
brute force approach, as conjectured in connection with this
invention, to the initialization of flash memory 35 in an SOC
configuration, by way of which tester TSTR connects to a
specially designed interface of flash memory 35, via special
bus SPC_BUS, and executes diagnostic commands via this
interface to effect initialization. However, this conjectured
approach requires the creation of special test hardware (tester
TSTR and special bus SPC_BUS), as well as creation of the
special interface into flash memory 35, both of which would
add substantial cost to the manufacture and production of the
system, and would limit the flexibility with which the system
may be configured and initialized.

By way of further background, U.S. Pat. No. 6,009,496
describes a microcontroller architecture with embedded flash
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memory, in which an on-board microprocessor executes a
reprogramming control routine, stored in on-board read-only
memory, to reprogram the embedded flash memory. This U.S.
Pat. No. 6,009,496 also discloses that the microcontroller
system can be manually set into this reprogramming mode
when newly fabricated, in which case the microprocessor
executes the reprogramming control routine from the on-
board ROM to program the embedded flash memory with
data received over an external interface.

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

It is therefore an object of this invention to provide a
method and system for initializing flash memory subsystems
for system-on-a-chip (SOC) type systems having integrated
flash memory subsystem controllers.

It is a further object of this invention to provide such a
method and system that can utilize conventional test hard-
ware for such initialization.

It is a further object of this invention to provide such a
method and system in which the SOC hardware need not be
radically rearranged to provide such initialization.

Other objects and advantages of this invention will be
apparent to those of ordinary skill in the art having reference
to the following specification together with its drawings.

The present invention may be implemented into a system-
on-a-chip (SOC) architecture in which a standard external
interface of the SOC is made accessible to external test hard-
ware. An executable initialization program that is either
downloaded from the external test hardware into the system
memory of the SOC or already present in system ROM will,
upon execution by the CPU, open a communication channel
between the external test hardware and a flash memory sub-
system controller in the SOC. This communication channel
enables the external test hardware to effect initialization of
flash memory via the subsystem controller, preparing the
flash memory for use by the SOC, loading SOC application
programs onto the flash memory, and the like.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is an electrical diagram, in block form, of a conven-
tional flash memory subsystem.

FIG. 2 is an electrical diagram, in block form, of a conven-
tional system for initializing the flash memory subsystem of
FIG. 1.

FIG. 3 is an electrical diagram, in block form, of a conjec-
tured system-on-a-chip (SOC) utilizing flash memory, and
including a conventional and undesirable manner of initializ-
ing the flash memory.

FIG. 4 is an electrical diagram, in block form, of a digital
system constructed according to a system-on-a-chip (SOC)
architecture, and utilizing flash memory, according to the
preferred embodiment of the invention, including resources
for initializing of the flash memory.

FIG. 5 is a flow diagram illustrating the operation of the
system of FIG. 4 in effecting initialization of the flash
memory resource according to the preferred embodiment of
the invention.

FIG. 6 is a memory map diagram illustrating user and
reserved memory space in the flash memory resource of the
system of FIG. 4, according to the preferred embodiment of
the invention.

FIG. 7 is an electrical diagram, in block form, ofthe system
of FIG. 4 illustrating the opening of a communications chan-
nel through the system-on-a-chip between a host system and
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the flash memory resource and subsystem controller, accord-
ing to the preferred embodiment of the invention.

DESCRIPTION

The present invention will be described in connection with
its preferred embodiment, namely as implemented into a sys-
tem and method that utilizes test hardware to initialize flash
memory for use by a system-on-a-chip (SOC) that includes
the flash memory subsystem controller, such as a digital audio
player (DAP). This particular exemplary implementation of
the invention is selected because it is contemplated that this
invention will be particularly beneficial when utilized in such
an arrangement. However, it is also contemplated that the
benefits of this invention may also apply to other architectures
and implementations of flash memory systems. Accordingly,
it is to be understood that the following description is pro-
vided by way of example only, and is not intended to limit the
true scope of this invention as claimed.

FIG. 4 illustrates an exemplary implementation of the pre-
ferred embodiment of the invention, with reference to digital
system 60. System 60 in this example corresponds to a digital
audio player (DAP), given the particular peripherals that it
includes. Of course, those skilled in the art having reference
to this specification will readily recognize that system 60 may
be intended for any one of a number of functions, primarily
determined by the system software that it executes and the
arrangement of its peripherals. Examples of such other digital
systems includes communications systems such as wireless
telephone handsets, wireless email systems (e.g., BLACK-
BERRY devices), digital audio recorders, electronic calcula-
tors, handheld computing systems (i.e., “palmtop” devices)
such as useful in inventory control or delivery businesses, and
the like. According to the preferred embodiment of the inven-
tion, digital system 60 is based on system-on-a-chip (“SOC”)
40, which embodies substantially all basic system functions
within a single integrated circuit. SOC 40, in this example,
includes central processing unit (CPU) 42, which is the main
computing component of digital system 60. CPU 42 is pref-
erably a general purpose or application-specific microproces-
sor or microcomputer that operates by way of executing soft-
ware instructions, for example as stored in system ROM 44,
system RAM 46 (once SOC 40 is booted up) and, after its
initialization, in flash memory 55. In connection with this
invention, it is contemplated that the functions carried out by
CPU 42 include the control of the various other functions
within SOC 40, either by way of commands communicated
over the various buses in SOC 40 or by way of control signal
lines (not shown in FIG. 4) to those functions.

In this exemplary architecture, CPU 42 is connected to
system read-only memory (ROM) 44 and system random
access memory (RAM) 46 by way of system bus CPU_BUS.
The particular sizes, architectures, and technologies used to
realize system ROM 44 and system RAM 46 will depend on
the available technology for integrating SOC 40, as well as
the desired performance and reliability features. It is contem-
plated that those skilled in the art having reference to this
specification will be readily able to realize these memory
functions for each particular installation. Other functions are
also resident on system bus CPU_BUS in this exemplary
architecture, including standard interface 50 and bus bridge
48.

Standard interface 50 is a conventional interface function
that provides the necessary signal conversion, buffering, and
other functionality for support of communications between
CPU 42 and other residents of system bus CPU_BUS, on one
side, and external devices or systems, on the other side. Stan-
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dard interface 50 is “standard” in the sense that it is preferably
constructed and operates according to an industry standard
interface protocol. Examples of such interface protocols
include the Universal Serial Bus (USB) 1.1 and 2.0 interfaces,
the IEEE 1394 (or “Firewire”) interface, serial interfaces such
as the well-known RS-232 and SCSI interfaces, and the like.
In modern implementations of system 60, especially when
corresponding to a digital audio player, standard interface 50
will typically follow the USB or IEEE 1394 interface stan-
dard. As known in the DAP art, synchronizing of audio files
(and, more recently, photographs and other data) between a
host computer and the DAP, as well as possibly charging of a
battery in the DAP, is typically carried out over a USB 2.0 or
IEEE 1394 interface. In the example of FIG. 4, standard
interface 50 is a USB 2.0 interface, and as such connects to
host system HOST by way of USB connection USB.sub.--2.

Bus bridge 48 also resides on system bus CPU_BUS, as
mentioned above and as shown in FIG. 4. Bus bridge 48 is a
conventional bus interface for coupling system bus
CPU_BUS to peripheral bus PER_BUS in this example. Vari-
ous peripherals outside of SOC 40 reside on peripheral bus
PER_BUS, by way ofthe appropriate external connectors and
circuit board conductors. In this example of system 60, cor-
responding to a DAP, the residents of peripheral bus
PER_BUS include SD flash memory interface 51, LCD dis-
play 53, various input elements 55 such as keys, buttons,
switches, and the like, and audio output interface 57.

According to the preferred embodiment of the invention,
standard interface function 47 A also resides on peripheral bus
PER_BUS. Interface function 47A communicates to inter-
face function 47B, which is realized with or as part of flash
memory subsystem controller 49. Standard interface func-
tions 47A, 47B, and subsystem controller 49, are all inte-
grated into SOC 40, according to this embodiment of the
invention. To facilitate the construction and design of sub-
system controller 49, standard interface 47B may correspond
to a conventional Secure Digital (SD) interface as used in
conventional flash memory systems (e.g., as shown in FIG.
1), in which case standard interface function 47A is a con-
ventional translator function to translate signals from the SD
interface to peripheral bus PER_BUS as shown. In this
arrangement, little if any additional circuit design is required
to integrate subsystem controller 49 and standard interface
478 into SOC 40. Alternatively, of course, subsystem con-
troller 49 may be constructed so that it directly interfaces with
peripheral bus PER_BUS, or further in the alternative so that
it directly interfaces with system bus CPU_BUS (thus avoid-
ing the middleman function of bus bridge 48). It is contem-
plated that these and other architectural variations will be
apparent to those skilled in the art having reference to this
specification.

Subsystem controller 49, integrated within SOC 40 in this
embodiment of the invention, is connected to flash memory
interface NAND_IF, to which flash memory 55 is connected
(or connectable). The integrated subsystem controller 49
within SOC 40 is also often referred to as an “embedded”
controller. Flash memory interface NAND_IF is contem-
plated to be a conventional flash memory interface bus or
structure, and as such includes conductors for carrying an
address signal to flash memory 55, one or more chip select
control lines, read and write strobe or clock lines, and a
bidirectional data bus. In common flash memory arrange-
ments, the address and data signals are time-multiplexed over
acommon set of lines (“address/data lines™), to save interface
circuitry and system board area.

Subsystem controller 49 in this embodiment of the inven-
tion preferably performs conventional flash memory control



US 9,245,634 B2

7

functions, including by way of example controlling the read-
ing of data from and writing of data to the associated flash
memory 55 over interface NAND_IF, implementation of
error correction coding, mapping of logical addresses (from
CPU 42) to physical addresses (in flash memory 55), initial-
izing and maintaining the mapping of defective memory cells
in flash memory 55, effecting wear leveling, and the like. As
such, subsystem controller 49 is preferably constructed to
include logic functionality such as a microcontroller or
microprocessor, and its own internal memories (volatile, non-
volatile, or both) for storing its executable software instruc-
tions as well as system information regarding the mapping
and configuration of flash memory 55, as well known in the
art. An example of the construction and functionality of typi-
cal subsystem controllers as known in the art is described in
U.S. Pat. No. 6,426,893, commonly assigned herewith and
incorporated hereinto by this reference. It is contemplated
that such conventional operation and construction may be
utilized in connection with subsystem controller 49 according
to this preferred embodiment of the invention, except that, as
evident from FIG. 4 and this description, subsystem control-
ler 49 is realized within and integrated into SOC 40. It is
contemplated that those skilled in the art having reference to
this specification will be readily able to so realize subsystem
controller 49 and its functionality according to this exemplary
architecture, as well as according to other equivalent archi-
tectures as appropriate for a particular system configuration,
without undue experimentation.

Optionally, subsystem 49 may be realized according to a
multiprocessor architecture, rather than involving a single
microprocessor or microcontroller as envisioned in the
above-referenced U.S. Pat. No. 6,426,893. For example, a
primary CPU may be implemented along with a flash proces-
sor of similar construction than the primary CPU (i.e., in a
homogeneous multiprocessor environment) or of a different
architecture (i.e., in a heterogeneous multiprocessor environ-
ment). In either case, the flash processor is provided system
resources (memory, etc.) that are dedicated to the manage-
ment of flash memory 55, including management of all flash
access operations, and ancillary functions such as wear lev-
eling, error correction, and the like. The primary CPU can be
provided with dedicated resources to serve as an application
processor, for executing a host application, managing com-
munications with the host, managing the support environ-
ment for subsystem controller 49 in connection with a real-
time operating system and file system, and the like. An
additional option is to provide a digital signal processor
(DSP), either in combination with the application processor
and flash processor, or only with the primary CPU, to serve as
a slave DSP for carrying out computationally complex opera-
tions such as data encryption and decryption and the like.

Flash memory 55 of system 60, according to this embodi-
ment of the invention, corresponds to one or more arrays of
flash electrically erasable and programmable read-only
memory (EEPROM) cells, arranged within each array to be
block-erasable as known in the art, and as such to be rewrit-
able as desired by the implementing system. In this preferred
embodiment of the invention, the particular memory technol-
ogy used for the individual memory cells within the one or
more arrays constituting flash memory 55 may be either of the
binary or multi-level cell (MLC) type, configured within each
array as either NAND or NOR type flash memory. For this
particular exemplary implementation, in which system 60 is a
DAP, it is contemplated that MLC NAND flash memory
technology will be preferred for bulk storage of data that is
primarily accessed in a serial manner. The arrangement of the
one or more flash memory arrays constituting flash memory
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55, according to this embodiment of the invention, as blocks
and pages for purposes of writing data, flash erasing data,
logical-physical address mapping, and managing wear level-
ing, may follow any one of a number of such arrangements.
Examples of the internal architecture and support circuitry
suitable for realization as flash memory 55 in system 60
according to this invention are described in U.S. Pat. Nos.
5,172,338, 5,602,987, 5,315,541, 5,200,959, 5,270,979,
5,428,621, 5,663,901, 5,532,962, 5,430,859, 5,712,180,
6,151,248, 6,222,762, and 6,426,893, all commonly assigned
herewith and incorporated hereinto by this reference.

As discussed above, at some point during the manufacture
of system 60, it is necessary to initialize flash memory 55 so
that it may be used. Flash memory initialization typically
involves such functions as formatting flash memory 55
according to a file system, detecting defective memory loca-
tions so that they are not mapped for use, generating an initial
logical-to-physical address memory map, eftecting wear lev-
eling bookkeeping and algorithms. Initialization of sub-
system controller 49 itself may also be effected, for example
to download its system firmware and operating parameters,
trimming local oscillator frequencies, and the like. In addi-
tion, depending on the particular application for flash
memory 55 and system 60, initializing of flash memory 55
may also include loading executable application software into
flash memory 55 for later execution by CPU 42 of system 60,
and pre-loading flash memory 55 with application data for
this executable application software (e.g., MP3 audio files for
system 60 as a DAP).

According to the preferred embodiment of the invention,
system 60 permits host system HOST to effect the initializa-
tion of flash memory 55 via standard interface 50, which in
this case is a USB 2.0 interface. Of course, as mentioned
above, this standard interface may alternatively follow a dif-
ferent standard, such as the IEEE 1394 (Firewire) interface. In
the manufacturing context, it is contemplated that host system
HOST will be manufacturing test equipment, such as com-
mercially available test equipment from Tanisys Technology,
or alternative proprietary flash memory test equipment as
used by the manufacturer. It is contemplated that this initial-
ization of flash memory 55 may be performed after complete
assembly of system 60 (i.e., with peripherals such as display
53, audio output 57, and input elements 55 included), or
merely after connection of SOC 40 to flash memory 55 prior
to final assembly.

Alternatively, considering that host system HOST is com-
municating with SOC 40 over a conventional standard inter-
face (e.g., USB 2.0), it is contemplated that host system
HOST may be a conventional personal computer or worksta-
tion, programmed with the appropriate application to effect
flash memory initialization. Further in the alternative, it is
contemplated that the flash memory initialization effected by
host system HOST need not be performed only during manu-
facture (i.e., for “initial” initialization of flash memory 55)
but may also be performed after system use and deployment,
for example to upgrade the executable applications for system
60, stored as “firmware” in flash memory 55, or indeed the
firmware system software executable by subsystem control-
ler 49 (which may also be stored in flash memory 55).

Referring now to FIG. 5, the operation of SOC 40 in com-
bination with host system HOST in effecting the initialization
of'flash memory 55 according to the preferred embodiment of
the invention will now be described in detail. It is assumed, in
this example, that SOC 40 is not yet powered-up as this
initialization begins. And as mentioned above, the various
peripheral devices need not be yet connected to peripheral bus
PER_BUS, depending on the particular stage of the manu-
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facture, although one or more peripheral devices may be so
connected if desired. Also as this initialization process
begins, flash memory 55 is preferably connected to SOC 40
by way of interface NAND_IF, to avoid a stall or wait state
later in the process. In process 70, host system HOST is
connected to standard interface 50, via bus USB.sub.--2 in the
example of FIG. 4. Host system HOST is, of course, pro-
grammed with the necessary software instructions to effect
initialization in the manner described below; it is contem-
plated that those skilled in the art having reference to this
specification can readily derive such initialization programs,
and indeed it is contemplated that conventional flash memory
initialization programs may be resident in host system HOST,
with only minor modification thereto to effect the operations
described below.

In process 72, SOC 40, including CPU 42, is powered-up.
On power-up, as is conventional for systems such as SOC 40,
a boot sequence resident in system ROM 44 is first executed
by CPU 42 (process 74 of FIG. 5), in which conventional
startup and reset instructions are executed by CPU 42 to begin
its operation. According to this preferred embodiment of the
invention, the boot sequence stored in system ROM 44
includes an executable instruction, by way of which CPU 42
interrogates flash memory 55 to look for an executable appli-
cation upon power-up or reset, with conditional instructions
following that interrogation operation as will be described
below. Accordingly, as part of the executed boot sequence
(process 74), CPU 42 executes decision 75 to determine
whether an executable application code resides in flash
memory 55.

FIG. 6 is an exemplary logical memory map of flash
memory 55, when initialized, as used in connection with
decision 75 according to a preferred embodiment of the
invention. As shown, flash memory 55 includes physical
capacity that corresponds to a logical memory space extend-
ing from a logical block address (LBA) of 0000 to a maximum
LBA value max.BA. This logical memory space is primarily
devoted to user data, which is assigned the memory space
from an LBA of 0000 to a maximum LBA maxUserLBA. In
this example, the topmost 1 Mattes of memory space in flash
memory 55 is reserved for application firmware program
storage, extending from an LBA of maxUserLBA to maxi-
mum [LBA value maxL.BA, which is equal to the address
maxUserL.BA+1 M. Preferably, the memory space above
LBA value maxUserLBA will not be accessible to the user,
with accesses thereto blocked by subsystem controller 49. As
shown in FIG. 6, according to this preferred embodiment of
the invention, two copies of the application firmware are
stored in this uppermost portion of the flash memory space
after initialization of flash memory 55. Application firmware
copy A resides in flash memory 55 in the memory space
between LBA value maxUserLBA+512 k and LBA value
max[.BA; application firmware copy B resides in the memory
space between LBA value maxUserLBA and LBA value
maxUserl.BA+512 k. According to this embodiment of the
invention, firmware copies A and B are intended to be iden-
tical, serving as redundant copies of the application firmware.

According to the preferred embodiment of the invention,
CPU 42 executes the boot sequence from system ROM 44 by
interrogating flash memory 55 above LBA addresses maxU-
serLBA. If the space between LBA maxUser[.BA and max-
LBA contains a valid copy of the application firmware, either
of copy A or copy B, decision 76 is YES, and the application
firmware will be executed in process 76. Normal system
operation of SOC 40 and system 60 (to the extent peripherals
are present) then commences according to the application
program that was found in process 74. The validity of the
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application firmware is determined by evaluation of a con-
ventional cyclic redundancy checksum (CRC) value for each
copy; if one copy is valid and the other is corrupt, the valid
copy is preferably copied to the other copy’s location in flash
memory 55 for redundancy

On the other hand, if the memory space between LBA
maxUserLLBA and maxI.BA is blank, or does not contain a
valid copy of the application firmware (e.g., the CRC fails for
both copies), decision 75 returns a NO result, indicating that
no application firmware is present. This will, of course, be the
case prior to initialization of flash memory 55.

Alternatively to decision 75 determining whether applica-
tion programs are present in flash memory 55, and particu-
larly in a maintenance or firmware upgrade operation, it is
contemplated that decision 75 may be based on a different
criteria, considering that, in such a case, the application pro-
gram will already reside in flash memory 55. As known in the
art, firmware upgrade of systems can be effected by way of a
special combination of keys being pressed on startup, or the
like, generally in combination with power cycling of the
system.

According to this preferred embodiment of the invention,
in response to a NO result from decision 75 or such other
criteria being met, CPU 42 executes sequence of instructions
from system ROM 44 corresponding to process 80, in which
certain “pass-through” command logic is enabled, so that
commands that are received by SOC 40 over standard inter-
face 50 “pass-through” to subsystem controller 49 for execu-
tion. In this example, these pass-through commands are in the
form of SCSI (Small Computer Serial Interface) extension
commands that direct CPU 42 to format requests received
over standard interface 50 for execution by subsystem con-
troller 49, by way of a low-level flash memory device driver.
In effect, the pass-through command logic is a piece of glue
logic code, executed by CPU 42, that interface between its
SCSI command interpreter and that low-level device driver.

Alternatively, this initialization sequence can be down-
loaded from host system HOST to system RAM 46, and then
executed by CPU 42 to interrogate flash memory 55 to deter-
mine the presence of application firmware, and to then estab-
lish the communications channel. Further in the alternative,
the instructions by way of which CPU 42 interrogates flash
memory 55 to determine its initialization state may be present
in system ROM, with the remainder of the initialization
sequence then downloaded from host system HOST into sys-
tem RAM 46 if initialization is necessary. It is contemplated
that these and other combinations of downloaded or resident
initialization sequence code will be apparent to those skilled
in the art having reference to this specification, with the
particular adaptation selected for specific applications.

Upon CPU 42 enabling the SCSI pass-through command
logic, a communication channel is opened between host sys-
tem HOST and subsystem controller 49, in process 82. This
communication channel is contemplated to be similar as that
utilized by system 60, when arranged as a DAP, to effect
“synchronization” of music files between a host computer
and flash memory. In effect, it is contemplated that CPU 42
effectively establishes a direct communications path between
host system HOST and subsystem controller 49 in process 82,
so that commands and data are forwarded over this path
without requiring substantial execution by CPU 42. FIG. 7
illustrates this communications channel between host system
HOST and flash memory 55, as established by CPU 42 in
SOC 40 in process 82 according to this preferred embodiment
of the invention.

Of course, the extent of the involvement by CPU 42 in this
operation will depend upon the particular architecture of SOC
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40. However, it is preferred that this communications channel
will permit communication between host system HOST and
subsystem controller 49 for initialization of flash memory 55
in a manner that is similar to the communication between
conventional test equipment and conventional flash memory
systems, during initialization, as described above relative to
FIG. 2; this arrangement permits the initialization hardware
and software of host system HOST to be similar to that
already realized in conventional flash memory manufacturing
equipment and processing.

Following opening of the communications channel in pro-
cess 82, host system HOST forwards initialization commands
and data to subsystem controller 49 over the channel (FIG. 7),
in process 84. As known in the art, these initialization com-
mands include the necessary diagnostic instructions and the
like that cause subsystem controller 49 to access system
memory locations of flash memory 55 that are not otherwise
accessible in normal operation.

For example, where the communications channel is
effected by way of the SCSI pass-through command exten-
sions mentioned above, the pass-through commands to be
interpreted by CPU 42 are quite limited:

For all media types: [0052] Check Media Card Type (Com-
mand Code DOh) (to check for SD/MMC or CF Media types)

For SD/MMC Media: [0054] Media Card SD Execute
Command (Command Code D1h) [0055] Media Card SD
Host Control Command (Command Code D2h)

For CF Media: [0057] Media Card CF Send Command
(Command Code D1h) [0058] Media Card CF Data Com-
mand (Command Code D2h) [0059]Media Card CF Status
Command (Command Code D3h) The Check Media Card
Type command interrogates subsystem controller 49 to iden-
tify the media type of flash memory 55, and also enables and
disables SOC 40 from executing the pass-through commands
(i.e., when disabled, command codes D1h etc. are not inter-
preted as pass-through commands).

When enabled, for the example of SD/MMC media., upon
host system HOST issuing the Media Card SD Execute com-
mand (D1h), CPU 42 issues a corresponding native command
to subsystem controller 49. The Execute command from host
system HOST may include arguments including the direction
of data transfer (to flash memory 55 or from flash memory
55), the type of command, arguments that qualify the com-
mands, and the like. Upon receiving the Execute command,
CPU 42 sends a corresponding native command to subsystem
controller 49, and serves as a buffer for data transfer between
host system HOST and the flash memory subsystem. The
Media Card SD Host Control Command can be used to indi-
cate certain attributes such as the frequency of operation to
the flash memory subsystem, and to indicate wait states, block
lengths, and other control attributes to the host. For the
example of CF media, the Send Command indicates the par-
ticular sector, cylinder, and device locations of flash memory
55 to be accessed by a subsequent Data command, which is
forwarded by CPU 42 to subsystem controller 49 as a native
command for sending data from host system HOST to flash
memory 55 or sending data from flash memory 55 to host
system HOST. The CF Status command is simply a command
issued by host system HOST to retrieve status information
from the status registers of subsystem controller 49.

As mentioned above in the Background of the Invention
relative to U.S. Pat. No. 6,009,496, conventional microcon-
troller architectures involve the on-board microprocessor to
execute a reprogramming control routine in programming
embedded flash memory. The pass-through commands and
command logic used according to this embodiment of the
invention are especially beneficial relative to that conven-
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tional approach, as these commands minimize the role of
CPU 42 in effecting control of the flash memory subsystem,
instead allowing host system HOST to effect such control. In
addition, the relatively small command set reduces the over-
head for CPU 42, and permits extension of the commands to
new memory card types.

According to this embodiment of the invention, a sequence
of these pass-through commands as issued by host system
HOST initializes flash memory 55 via subsystem controller
49, in process 86. As known in the art and as described above,
initialization process 86 includes such operations as format-
ting flash memory 55 according to the desired file system and
structure, detecting and mapping defective memory loca-
tions, establishing logical-to-physical address mapping struc-
tures and the mapping itself, and providing subsystem con-
troller 49 with the appropriate wear-leveling algorithms to
ensure maximum useful life of the memory cells in flash
memory 55. System firmware, operating parameters, local
oscillator frequencies, and the like may also be initialized
within subsystem controller 49 itself at this point. In addition,
also as mentioned above, it is contemplated that initialization
of flash memory 55 will also include the loading of applica-
tion software into flash memory 55 (e.g., as redundant copies
A and B loaded into the memory space above LBA address
maxUser.LBA in the example of FIG. 6) for use by CPU 42 in
its system operation, and perhaps also the pre-loading of
application data (e.g., MP3 audio files, JPEG photo files, etc.,
for system 60 arranged as a DAP) into flash memory 55. Such
loading and pre-loading of program code and data will, of
course, follow the formatting and other system initialization
of flash memory 55 as described above.

Following completion of initialization process 86, and per-
haps such functional testing and data verification of flash
memory 55, the operation of host system HOST in such
initialization is complete. Host system HOST then disables
the pass-through command functionality by issuing a Check
Media Card Type command (DOh), and releases system bus
CPU_BUS, in process 88. The operation of SOC 40, and
system 60 to the extent desired or possible (depending on the
presence of the peripheral functions), can then continue as
desired. In the initialization context, for example during
manufacture of SOC 40 or system 60, CPU 42 may simply
enter an idle or off state. If the initialization corresponds to a
firmware update or other maintenance operation, CPU 42
may instead reset or reboot, and begin execution of the appli-
cation programs from flash memory 55 (i.e., decision 75 is
YES) according to its normal operation. It is contemplated
that those skilled in the art having reference to this specifica-
tion will readily effect the next sequence of operations as
desired.

As mentioned above, various alternatives to the architec-
ture and methodology described above are suitable for use as
and in connection with this invention. For example, the par-
ticular architecture of the system-on-a-chip or other large
scale system integration including flash memory controller
circuitry can vary widely, depending upon the particular
application. For example, the bus structure and interface
arrangement of the preferred embodiment of the invention
can take any number of alternative forms, as desired by the
system designer. Similarly, the particular application of such
an integrated system can also take any one of a large number
of'forms beyond the exemplary DAP described above, includ-
ing such systems as general purpose or special purpose com-
puting systems, portable audio and video players and record-
ers, wireless (or wired) telephone handsets and systems,
portable special purpose systems such as used for inventory
or delivery control, to name a few. And the particular tasks
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involved in initialization of the flash memory resource can
include more or fewer (or indeed, completely different) tasks
from those described above in connection with the preferred
embodiment of the invention. It is contemplated that those
skilled in the art having reference to this specification will
readily recognize that these and other alternatives are within
the scope of this invention as claimed.
According to the preferred embodiment of the invention,
flash memory resources can become useful as disk replace-
ment and other non-volatile bulk storage, of program and
data, in highly integrated digital systems that utilize system-
on-a-chip architecture, without incurring the substantial cost
of providing special interface and test equipment for initial-
ization of the flash memory. Rather, according to this inven-
tion, conventional host computers or test equipment can com-
municate with integrated flash memory subsystem
controllers, using conventional standard interface technology
already provided by the system-on-a-chip to efficiently and
readily initialize the flash memory resource. Development
time and manufacturing expense are minimized as a result of
this invention, while providing a great deal of flexibility in the
construction, operation, and management of the eventual sys-
tems.
While the present invention has been described according
to its preferred embodiments, it is of course contemplated that
modifications of, and alternatives to, these embodiments,
such modifications and alternatives obtaining the advantages
and benefits of this invention, will be apparent to those of
ordinary skill in the art having reference to this specification
and its drawings. It is contemplated that such modifications
and alternatives are within the scope of this invention as
subsequently claimed herein.
What is claimed is:
1. A method of initializing a non-volatile memory sub-
system of a digital system, the method comprising the steps
of:
performing an initialization sequence of the non-volatile
memory subsystem of the digital system, wherein the
digital system comprises a system-on-a-chip (“SOC”)
integrated circuit comprising a central processing unit,
an embedded non-volatile memory subsystem controller
that is distinct from the central processing unit, and an
external interface, the initialization sequence including
a command to open a communications channel between
the external interface of the SOC integrated circuit and
the embedded non-volatile memory subsystem control-
ler of the SOC integrated circuit that is distinct from the
central processing unit of the SOC integrated circuit;

interrogating one or more non-volatile memory arrays to
determine whether an application program is resident in
the one or more non-volatile memory arrays, wherein
the communications channel is opened between the
external interface and the embedded non-volatile
memory subsystem controller in response to determin-
ing that an application program is not resident in the one
or more non-volatile memory arrays; and

initializing the one or more non-volatile memory arrays in

the digital system according to initialization commands
applied to the external interface and communicated over
the communications channel to the embedded non-vola-
tile memory subsystem controller.

2. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

downloading one or more initialization instructions over

the external interface;

wherein performing the initialization sequence comprises:

executing the downloaded one or more initialization
instructions.
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3. The method of claim 2, wherein downloading one or
more initialization instructions comprises:

storing the one or more initialization instructions in a sys-

tem random access memory; and

wherein performing an initialization sequence of the non-

volatile memory subsystem comprises:

retrieving the one or more initialization instructions
from the system random access memory; and

executing the retrieved one or more initialization
instructions.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein performing the initial-
ization sequence comprises:

operating the central processing unit of the SOC integrated

circuit to execute one or more initialization instructions
stored in a system program memory.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein initializing one or more
non-volatile memory arrays comprises:

formatting the one or more non-volatile memory arrays

according to a file system.

6. The method of claim 5, wherein initializing one more
non-volatile memory arrays comprises:

loading, into the one or more non-volatile memory arrays,

an application software program executable by the cen-
tral processing unit of the SOC integrated circuit.

7. The method of claim 6, wherein initializing one or more
non-volatile memory arrays further comprises:

pre-loading, into the one or more non-volatile memory

arrays, application data.

8. The method of claim 1, wherein initializing one or more
non-volatile memory arrays comprises:

updating system firmware for the embedded non-volatile

memory subsystem controller.

9. The method of claim 1, wherein the one or more non-
volatile memory arrays comprise one or more flash memory
arrays.

10. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

connecting a host system to an external interface;

wherein the initializing step is performed by the host sys-
tem over the external interface.

11. A digital system, comprising:

a system-on-a-chip (“SOC”) integrated circuit, compris-

ing:

a central processing unit;

a memory subsystem controller that is distinct from the
central processing unit; and

an external interface; and

one or more non-volatile memory arrays coupled to the

memory subsystem controller;

wherein the central processing unit is programmed to:

interrogate the one or more non-volatile memory arrays
to determine whether an application program is resi-
dent in the one or more non-volatile memory arrays,
and

responsive to determining that an application program is
not resident in the one or more non-volatile memory
arrays, open a communication channel between the
external interface and the memory subsystem control-
ler, download initialization instructions to initialize
the one or more non-volatile memory arrays over the
external interface, and execute the initialization
instructions with the memory subsystem controller to
initialize the one or more non-volatile memory arrays.

12. The digital system of claim 11, further comprising:

system random access memory, coupled to the central pro-

cessing unit, for storing the downloaded executable
instructions.
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13. The digital system of claim 11, further comprising:

system read-only memory, coupled to the central process-
ing unit, for storing boot sequence instructions execut-
able by the central processing unit, the boot sequence
instructions comprising instructions for interrogating
the one or more non-volatile memory arrays to deter-
mine whether an application program is resident in the
one or more non-volatile memory arrays.

14. The digital system of claim 13, wherein the central

processing unit is also programmed to retrieve the initializa- 10

tion instructions from the system read-only memory respon-
sive to determining that an application program is not resident
in the one or more non-volatile memory arrays.

15. The digital system of claim 11, wherein the SOC inte-
grated circuit further comprises an external interface; and

wherein the external interface is constructed according to

an industry standard interface protocol.

16. The digital system of claim 11, wherein the one or more
non-volatile memory arrays comprise one or more flash
memory arrays.
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17. The digital system of claim 16, wherein the SOC inte-
grated circuit further comprises:
a system bus coupling the memory subsystem controller to
the central processing unit; and
interface circuitry for coupling the system bus to an inter-
face of the memory subsystem controller, the interface
of the memory subsystem controller corresponding to a
standard flash memory interface.
18. The digital system of claim 11, further comprising:
at least one peripheral function coupled to the SOC inte-
grated circuit.
19. The digital system of claim 18, wherein the at least one
peripheral function comprises:
an audio output interface.
20. The digital system of claim 18, wherein the at least one
peripheral function comprises:
a user input element; and
a display.



